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CHARLES E. LITTLE*

Redeeming the Geography of Hope
Some years ago, the eminent historian and novelist of the
American West, Wallace Stegner, described his beloved region as "a
geography of hope." Stegner was no romantic about the West; he
understood the forces of change. And he knew better than most the
destruction that change brought in his lifetime. Still, so long as there
were choices to be made about the future of the West-and there arethere is always hope.
To be a Westerner, Stegner believed, was not simply a matter of
living on prairies or in mountain passes. It was, and is, to make a civili-

zation that is true to the nature of the place. In this process, he said, there
are the movers-on and the stickers, the exploiters and the preservers, the
boomers for profit and those who would create the good place based on
the inherent values of the region.
What is this place, anyway, one might ask; and what are the
values that distinguish it from other places?
What we are talking about here is called "the interior West,"
within the conterminous United States, the territory that
means,
which
encloses part of the shortgrass prairies to the east and the SierraCascades to the west. It includes half of the state of Washington; twothirds of Oregon; a fifth of California; all of Idaho, Utah, and Arizona; a
third of Montana; two-thirds of Wyoming and Colorado; most of New
Mexico; and the El Paso tip of Texas. Taken together, that's about a
quarter of the land area of the lower forty-eight. The "empty quarter"
some call it. For others it's just a timezone that is routinely forgotten by
television announcers who will tell you when programs are airing in the
East, Pacific, and Central, but not here.
How come? For here is a timezone that is not empty at all. It
possesses the most impressive landscapes-mountains, deserts, rushing
rivers, jewel-like lakes, big-timbered forest wildernesses, an incredible
range of complex ecosystems teeming with wildlife; it is, paradoxically,
the most urbanized region of the United States, meaning that a greater
than average concentration of its citizens live in metropolitan areas; and
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its abundant natural resources-timber, minerals, energy, scenery,
grazing land-can, if used with restraint, bring prosperity to all for
generations to come. This "empty quarter" is a storehouse of great
natural beauty and abounding riches for our nation and for the world.
Given its remarkable attributes, one would think that citizens of
the region would understand the long-term value of what is on the land
and under the land and would seize the opportunity to practice careful
resource stewardship, build vibrant cities without making the mistakes
of the past, and preserve the God-given scenery. But such is not the case.
No other part of the country has been, and is now being, so thoroughly
despoiled, and so rapidly, as the interior West, courtesy of those who are
enriched by its natural resources and its real estate, not those (who have
a better claim) who see the western landscape as beautiful, fragile, and
essential to the American spirit.
To justify the trashing of the West, lies are told so that a fearful
people will not object. How unless the back-country timber is cut, the
forests will bum and the woods-workers will starve; how unless the
rivers are dammed the cities will be without light; how unless the
aquifers are drawn down the factories will close and the farmer's center
pivots will turn their last; how unless the wildlife is exterminated the
cattle will be wiped out.
If people did not believe these concoctions of the PR executives
in New York and lobbyists in Washington, D.C., the below-cost sales of
the public timber of the West would not be tolerated. Nor would we
allow our fisheries to be depleted by damming the rivers. Or our aquifers
permanently drawn down in defiance of soils and climate. Or our
grassland trampled by more cattle than it can support. Or our
astonishing wildlife routinely exterminated. Or our vistas despoiled by
tasteless recreational developments. Or our ecosystems adulterated by
mining or the burial of nuclear waste. Or our community life debased by
sprawling subdivisions.
But we have believed the PR concoctions, and now the West is
half gone, as some say. And yet, half remains; so one question must be,
Who will decide about what's left: those who fly over the timezone in
747s or speed through it on the Interstates to attend meetings about
resources and money and how to exploit the economic fears of the
already-exploited? Or will it be those who, because they have a sense of
posterity, can effectively express values of a higher order?
To get at that question, and related issues, the Department of
Geography at the University of New Mexico (UNM), along with nine
other departments, programs, and offices of the university, invited eight
lecturers to lay the groundwork and provide the particularities for a
long-term, quite serious effort to come up with a vision for the American
West that is based on something other than headlong resource
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exploitation for short-term economic gain. The "Visions for the American
West" lectures were organized by the author (who was also one of the
lecturers) and directed by Bradley T. Cullen, departmental acting chair.
Full texts are available on the UNM Geography Department website at
www.unm.edu/-geog/colloquiumO2.html.
A key element in any discussion of this sort has to do with the
management of public land, since most of the interior West is owned by
the federal government. Indeed, to overlay public land holdings on a
map of the United States is to provide, essentially, a definition of our
region, for virtually all U.S. public land holdings are concentrated here
(in the conterminous states and Alaska), under the administration of the
Bureau of Land Management, the Forest Service, the Park Service, the
Fish and Wildlife Service, and, here and there, the Department of
Defense.
By far the largest chunk is under the ministrations of the Bureau
of Land Management (BLM), which, because it is charged with
managing what is, essentially, the leftover land after forests, parks, and
wildlife refuges have been set aside, has acquired the derogatory
nickname, Bureau of Livestock and Mining, given its traditional
proclivity to manage its public lands for the private benefit of miners and
ranchers. However, as John G. Mitchell, one of the lecturers, pointed out,
during the 1990s, the "culture" of the agency had been undergoing a
change. "While cattlemen and miners were still accommodated on much
of BLM's territory, they could no longer count on setting the agency's
full agenda. The BLM was busy learning the three Rs-recreation, range
restoration, and resource conservation."
Mitchell, who, as environment editor of National Geographic
Magazine, has been writing a series of articles for his magazine on public
lands, credits the Clinton Administration's Secretary of the Interior,
Bruce Babbitt, with making great strides to protect what is called "the
Federal estate," especially BLM holdings, via a newly-formed National
Landscape Conservation System. The system was to have given the same
kind of protection received by national monuments to 14 large-scale,
congressionally authorized "national conservation areas" in the West, as
well as add new units to the National Wilderness Preservation System
and thousands of miles of National Wild and Scenic Rivers, National
Historic and Scenic Trails, and scenic roads designated as National Backcountry Byways.
The National Landscape Conservation System was, therefore, a
concrete expression of hope for the land in the interior West, but it, along
with many other affirmative visions, went a-glimmering as of
Inauguration Day, 2001. "After Gale Norton was installed as Secretary of
the Interior," said Mitchell, "you heard hardly a whisper about the
National Landscape Conservation System. The Bush administration was
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not the least bit interested in the non-consumptive values of public
lands." Instead of a landscape conservation system, the emphasis would
now go to a newly formed National Energy Office at BLM. Recently, the
BLM approved a major gas and oil exploration project in Utah's
spectacular Book Cliffs region, including seven areas proposed for
wilderness designation.
As for National Forests, the Bush administration has moved to
provide public subsidy for new forest roads in backcountry areas to
facilitate cutting by the forest products industry (contravening a Clinton
Executive Order putting a moratorium on such roads) of remote big-tree
stands. This reversal is, ostensibly, supposed to reduce the risk of
catastrophic fire, yet many forest ecologists warn that such cutting (by
opening the forest cover and thus creating a drier microclimate and
building up rather than reducing flammable material) will increase the
likelihood of fire, not decrease it.
Nor are the National Parks and Wildlife Refuges exempt from
the ravages of the exploiters. Mining permits, which have a widespread
ecological impact, are being issued in areas near Yellowstone National
Park and adjacent refuges in Wyoming, for example, and energy
companies have been allowed to expand oil and gas exploration at
Canyons of the Ancients National Monument in Colorado. And the
situation promises to get much worse given the likelihood that the 2003
inventory of unexploited energy resources on western public lands,
mandated by the Energy Policy and Conservation Act, will lead to
demands that environmental protections be waived in the name of U.S.
energy security.
What is there to do about this sort of thing? Mitchell was asked
by members of a standing-room-only audience in a large UNM lecture
hall. The short answer was to engage the enemy politically in a quite
personal way. He quoted Stegner (again): "Something will have gone out
of us as a people," Stegner wrote, "if we ever let the remaining
wilderness be destroyed; if we permit the last virgin forests to be turned
into comic books and plastic cigarette cases; if we drive the few
remaining members of the wild species into zoos or into extinction; if we
pollute that last clear air and dirty the last clean stream and push our
paved roads through the last of the silence so that never again will
Americans be free in their own country from the noise, exhaust, the
stinks of human and automotive waste."
The long answer includes additional considerations. Clearly, we
must act vigorously on the political level to protect what remains of the
resources, aesthetic and economic, of the interior West. But is there
anything to be done about those places already destroyed or severely
adulterated? In fact, other "Visions" lecturers addressed this very point.
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Alan Berger, who teaches landscape architecture at the Harvard
University Graduate School of Design, reported on a three-year study on
the impact and reclamation challenge of some 200,000 abandoned as well
as active open pit mines in the intermountain West. By law, all of these
mines must be reclaimed, which is to say returned after use to a natural
condition approximating what was there to begin with. But, as Berger
pointed out, "The first collective axiom of mined landscapes is that acts
of reclamation can never return the land to its original condition. At best,
it can achieve a likeness to the original condition."
But even a likeness is daunting, for future post-mining
reclamation projects will, said Berger, make this effort one of the largest
infrastructure projects in the history of the United States, rivaling even
the vast Interstate Highway System in its demands not only on the
public purse but on all our ecological design ingenuity. "My
calculations," Berger said, "reveal that the West will endure over 100
thousand square miles of reclamation by the year 2250. Now that is a big
landscape project!" It is, in fact, a project involving about 14 percent of
the total land area of the interior West.
The desired objective in reclamation is for future generations,
when looking at a natural landscape, not to realize that once there was a
vast mining operation that dominated the area. This does not, Berger
insisted, mean that the reclaimed area operates ecologically as it did
before the mining took place. It does mean that the designer and the
ecologist must create an "open," yet functioning ecosystem, a "bionic
landscape," that is at once (in Berger's words) "artificial-filled with the
intentions of humans-and natural, whether driven by organic or
technological evolution."
If this approach is used, in Berger's view, then reclamation is
possible. If we insist on "technically" restoring natural processes to the
status quo ante, it is not. "Eventually," he told the UNM audience,
"through processes independent of its original state, the reclaimed landscape evolves in a new totality that locally adapts under the duration of
time."
Those who are familiar with the history of Central Park in New
York City can understand Berger's point, which is a hopeful one. More
than half a century ago, in the middle of Manhattan Island, Frederick
Law Olmsted, the father of landscape architecture, converted a degraded
exurban area of run-out soils, shacks, polluted streams, and general
ugliness and misery to a functioning landscape of meadows, open
woodlands, streams, waterfalls, and gardens that for the modern visitor
is generally assumed to be a preserved bit of pristine nature instead of an
invented one-albeit invented in a way that uses natural processes to
their best advantage.
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Another hopeful vision was offered by New Jersey scholars
Deborah and Frank Popper (professors of geography and regional
planning, respectively) concerning the fate of the shortgrass prairies that
define the eastern border of the interior West and are very much a part
of it. At the arid edge of the Great Plains, this is land that has both
attracted and steadily resisted settlement. As the Poppers pointed out in
their lecture, since 1930 agriculture has increased, but income has fallen,
water has become scarcer and more costly, and soils are frequently
degraded. Cattle have increased in number, but the ranchers have gone
broke after years of drought. And yet, the U.S. government keeps
increasing agricultural subsidies so that today there are counties whose
entire agricultural income derives from this source.
"Writing 15 years ago in the magazine Planning," said the
Poppers, "we reviewed the Plains' history, especially its booms and
busts of population, market, and environment. We suggested an
alternative vision for the region that took its history and used it to leap
into the future. We called that vision the Buffalo Commons."
The vision of letting the land, which could not support industrial
agriculture in the manner of, say, Iowa, return to the Buffalo and to an
ecosystem in which soil and water and grass were in balance, led to the
excoriation of the two mild-mannered academics that was so extreme
they often had to be accompanied by police guards when they gave their
lectures at Western universities. In recent years, however, as the
droughts have deepened, the water tables fallen, the agricultural
economy worsened, and local and state budgets have been in freefall,
their vision has seemed not such a bad one after all.
Indeed, where once only a few hundred buffalo were left in
places like Yellowstone and other federal reserves, today there are
300,000 of these great, shaggy, quintessentially American animals
roaming the prairies on Indian reservations, private ranches (such as that
of Ted Turner), as well as government preserves. A buffalo-meat
industry has developed, and there is a move afoot to create an actual
(rather than metaphorical) million-acre Buffalo Commons, not someday,
but now. "The future of the Plains," said the Poppers, "lies in the land's
gifts, in knowing how to read them and work with them." One of the
gifts, very nearly lost, but now found again, is the American Bison.
Meanwhile, what about the cities of the interior West? Is there a
vision for them as well? To be sure, the cities are needful of some way to
cope with an explosive rate of growth that topped the charts in the 1990s.
Five of the six most rapidly urbanizing states are in the interior West:
Nevada, Arizona, Utah, Colorado, and Idaho. The only outsider that
grew this fast (population increases of more than twice the national
average) was Georgia.
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The effects of this growth are not just in numbers of people, but
in the amount of land used for urban purposes. According to a Brookings Institution study, most metropolitan areas are expanding spatially
much faster than they are adding population. The sweepstakes winner in
this dubious category is Las Cruces, New Mexico, which between 1982
and 1997 had the fastest rate of increase in urbanized land of any metro
area in the country: 785 percent.
The impact of rampant sprawl is evident to anyone who lives
within it, even in the smaller cities of the interior West: smog;
neighborhoods cut to pieces by freeways; traffic jams; excessive fire,
police, and educational expenditures to serve widely separated
communities; failure of downtown businesses and loss of center-city
vitality; depreciation of real estate values; high cost of providing
common recreational spaces-these are only a part of a long list of
maladies stemming from the failure to control the appetites of
freebooting developers who externalize the real costs of leapfrogging
onto cheap, outlying land, while claiming to be of service to society by
providing low-cost housing. In fact, everybody loses but the developer,
which is often a giant corporation with headquarters in a distant city.
The civic response to sprawl is called, these days, "smart
growth," in an effort to disarm those who profit from unsmart growth
and who like to mount ad hominem attacks on those who do not like
sprawl as a bunch of tree-hugging elitists. The prescription called for by
the smart-growth advocates is public transportation, downtown
revitalization, mixed-use neighborhoods, infill, bike paths, historic
preservation, and the like-which is the difference between Denver and
Paris. Although these two metropolises have roughly the same
population, one takes up ten times more land than the other.
The trouble with advocating "smart growth" is that while it
sounds positive ("we like growth, too") its basic purpose is negative,
which is to stop something from happening. To urban geographer
Rutherford H. Platt, another lecturer in the Visions series, that may not
be enough. "While 'Smart Growth' is focused primarily on the built
environment," Platt told the audience at UNM, "it is crucial as well to
address the unbuilt environment-retained open areas, some of them
designed for human uses, others relatively 'ecological' in character and
function."
This is, in fact, a prescription for city building that pre-dated the
smart growth movement by a century or more. Said Platt: "Imagine New
York City without its Central Park; Boston without its Emerald Necklace;
Chicago without its lakefront parks; Portland, Oregon, without its Forty
Mile Loop."
By providing such natural spaces within, through, and around
cities, an urban value is created that is not expressed in negative terms
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but operates as an urban benefit that generates economic well being and
provides a humane environment at the same time. Platt calls such ideal
metropolises Ecological Cities. "The objectives, the means, and the
geographic scope have changed, but the quest for livable cities and
suburbs today draws its inspiration from past visions and long-fought
battles to retain and restore greenspaces in metropolitan America."
Between the cities, however, and even deep into backcountry
regions, the accoutrements of urban commerce rapidly accumulate:
monstrous billboards, blinking cell towers, fast-food uglification at the
interchanges, dumpsites and litter everywhere.
The topic here is the "public landscape," a concept that is
routinely ignored in the rush to despoil the most scenic region in
America. "Stealing the view," Meg Maguire, President of Scenic
America, called it in her lecture. "We've put beauty on a pedestal," she
said. "We've come to regard beauty as a luxury, not an everyday
necessity that is fundamental to our communal, psychic, spiritual, and
economic well being."
There are policy remedies for de-uglifying the landscape of the
interior West. State laws can be enacted to prohibit the construction of
new billboards on federal or state highways, such as in Alaska, Hawaii,
Vermont, Oregon, and Rhode Island. Ordinances have been enacted in
some cities and towns to require "visual mitigation" of telecommunications towers. States can participate in the federal Scenic Byways program
and in historic preservation and require that highway strip development
be less jarring by mandating design standards.
But the larger problem is one of perception, of building a general
public consensus that "beauty," as Maguire put it, does not, as the
despoilers would have us believe, exist only in "the eye of the beholder."
In fact, visual preference studies have shown that almost everyone "rates
attractiveness in built and natural settings in very similar ways."
"Here is the way it is in Indian Country," said Christopher H.
Peters, a Karuk Indian and head of the Seventh Generation Fund. "If we
harm someone, if we do something wrong to them, it's up to us to settle
up. But as for the reconcilement for the destruction of the American
West, there has been no 'settling up,' no offer from those who have
offended us."
To be sure, what has happened here is a European invention, but
the indigenous peoples do not think it is too late to stop harming the
interior West and to correct the harm that has been done to it already.
What Peters offered in the UNM lecture series was a sense of possibility,
a sense that it is not foreordained that the trashing of the West must
continue until all its landscape values are expunged. He spoke about the
need to protect Native American sacred lands, but the Native philosophy
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that derives from the sacredness of all land speaks most boldly and is the
most inspiring: honoring and restoring the Earth.
"I used to think that restoring the Earth, fixing the Earth, was a
we've been entrusted with," said Peters. "But in
responsibility
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As a matter of fact, embedded within this Native sensibility we
can find a specific and practical operating strategy for people of good
will to consider in dealing with the trashing of the interior West. The
very act of fixing the natural and built environment tends to preclude the
ability to ignore the despoliation of that which is not yet defiled in this
magnificent landscape. If the preservation impulse is a consequence of
restoration then it must follow that when we remove the billboards and
conceal the cell towers, we become advocates of landscape beauty
everywhere. When we reintroduce native species-bears, buffalo, and
black-footed ferrets-we champion the protection of silvery minnows.
When we revitalize downtowns and introduce greenspaces within them,
we also insist that we preserve the countryside. When we design new
ways to reclaim mined-out landscapes, we are disinclined to tolerate
further devastation from energy development, mineral extraction, or
nuclear waste dumping. When we introduce valid ecosystem
management techniques to the merchantable timber in our forests, we
are more inclined to protect the old growth elsewhere.
If such activities do, perhaps, show a way to redeem the
geography of hope, there must be an agenda. And so here is a modest
proposal, offered by Terry Yates, Associate Provost for Research at UNM
(whose office was a major sponsor of the lectures): Ask all the
participants of the series to reconvene and, with other experts and
leaders of the region, develop a major, long-term research and
communications plan for the states of the interior West to restore,
conserve, and enhance the region's manifold ecological, natural resource,
and scenic assets. The proceedings of this brain-storming session can be
disseminated to decision makers, to regional and national media, and to
a general audience in ways that will provide a persuasive basis for
attaining major funding for forward-looking research in ecological and
humanistic geography of the intermountain West.
And the media effort must not be slighted. It must be serious
and "in-depth," as practiced, for example, in the monthly High Country
News (Paonia, Colorado) and in metropolitan dailies such as the Insight
and Opinion Section of the Albuquerque Tribune (which carried the
Visions lectures in full). The final lecture of the Visions series was
provided by a panel of media experts moderated by Richard JohnsonSheehan and organized by James C. Burbank (both members of the
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English Department at UNM). In his account of the panel discussion,
Burbank observed, "The sound-bite is convenient, and the media
moment exciting, but democracy depends on informed, engaged debate,
nurtured and deepened by a media committed to promoting public
understanding of complex and painful issues."
In the end, the complexity (and pain) involved in celebrating,
restoring, and preserving the Western landscape might well generate a
kind of regional patriotism, which is badly needed. The fact is, the
people of the interior West do not have a clear sense of their locality as,
for example, do those who live in New England or the Pacific Northwest.
This lack of a coherent sense of place is one reason why it is so simple for
the most offensive excretions of industrial society to be located here, in
decisions taken in Houston, New York, or Washington, D.C.
To counter the trashing of the West, then, we need the "shared
community, shared optimism, and shared memory" as Stegner put it,
that can inspirit and inform the work of reconstructing a geography of
hope out of the mess that has been made of it-a geography that can, for
generations to come, call forth the better angels of our nature as a people,
not the worst.

